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Memorandum 

 
To: Shinaah Thao and Hli Xyooj, 
 Hmong American Partnership 

 
From: Brad Krueger  

ACET, Inc. 
 

Date: February 27, 2019 (revised May 2, 2019) 
 
Re: HAP TFC Focus Group and Interview Results 
 

 
In the Fall of 2018 and Winter of 2019, the Hmong American Partnership (HAP) Tobacco Free 
Communities (TFC) project completed a number of focus groups and interviews with 
community members. The goal of the effort was to understand more about tobacco perspectives 
and use in the Hmong community in St. Paul as well as how the community would like to be 
supported in prevention and cessation. The data was planned to be used to help complete the 
Tobacco Free Communities Needs Assessment process as well as facilitate learning for HAP to 
tailor programs. Three unique scripts were developed in partnership with ACET and the 
Minnesota Department of Health (MDH), with each specific for youth, smokers, or non-
smokers. The conversations were recorded and transcribed to allow a full analysis. ACET 
reviewed the transcripts and generated common themes. Quotes from the transcripts were then 
tied to a theme, resulting in frequencies for each theme. The results below are the frequencies of 
themes as identified by the overarching question. In addition, sample quotations have been 
provided to illustrate the themes, using the responder’s voice. In total the results shared below 
represent 4 focus groups and 11 interviews, including: 

• 4 focus groups, with ages ranging from 18-74, with mostly non-smokers 

• 4 youth interviews, non-smokers 

• 5 adult interviews, smokers 

• 2 elder interviews 

 
  



Drafted February 27, 2019 (revised May 8nd, 2019) 

Prepared by ACET, Inc. 2 

1. What influences people to start smoking? 

Participants shared a variety of reasons why individuals may start smoking. The strong top two 
results were social influence as well as relaxing or escaping from stress. Social influence 
included comments such as “bad influences and peer pressure” and “I describe it as like a social 
thing” while relaxing included comments such as “like when you’re stressed out you feel like 
tobacco helps you relax your mind” or “I do smoke when I get really fidgety at work.” Several 
others mentioned the influence alcohol has on tobacco use, sharing they smoke only when they 
drink. Other themes that arose, though less often, were the influence of culture, family, and 
access. The presence of tobacco at cultural events or seeing family members smoke was shared 
by some as reasons they may start smoking. However, it is clear in reviewing Figure 1, the 
primary influence is social.  
 

 
To further understand the social influence discussion, Figure 2 presents the subthemes for social 
influence. In reviewing Figure 2, peer pressure was stated explicitly by some, while others 
mentioned being out with friends or the negative influence of the wrong crowd.   
 

 
 

“It’s like you have to do it 
or if you don’t do it, then 
you don’t fit in. You don’t 

be cool.” 

"Like you feel good about yourself 
because other people are smoking 

around you."

"When you’re at a 
party, cordially you’re 
supposed to drink this 
with them, do this with 

them."

"I guess I think that 
if I had proper 

influences in my life 
and proper ways to 
better cope with my 

issues, I probably 
wouldn’t have picked 

up smoking."
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Figure 2: Social Influence to Start Smoking

“So if your friends 
smoke, then you’re 

going to feel the need 
to fit in and smoke 

along with them, too.”
“I think for me, I use it 

as a way of stress 
relief, the anxiety I 

have, for depression, 
downtime.”

"In the Hmong 
culture, we drink a 

lot. The more people 
who drink, the more 
people who smoke."

"It is embedded in 
our culture. 

Funerals, 
weddings, and 

gatherings—social 
gatherings." 

"Also, a lot of these 
young people—their 

parents smoke. 
Their fathers 

smoke."

"I noticed it was so 
easy to access—It is like 

there is always 
someone there that has 

it that you can use."
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Figure 1: What Influences People to Start Smoking? 
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2. What influences people to not start smoking? 

In the focus groups and interviews, participants were asked a series of questions about why they 
or others don’t smoke. Responses centered on health effects and family influences. Participants 
were quick to cite how smoking tobacco impacts your physical health. Others shared how their 
families did not approve of smoking or provided support to live a healthy life, dealing with stress 
without tobacco.   
 
Responses on health varied according to which aspects of health individuals were concerned 
about. A few participants cited it was difficult to be active or play sports knowing the impacts 
smoking can have on your lungs. Other shared they were getting sick too often when smoking 
and felt that stopping smoking could help improve their overall health. One individual shared, “I 
do not see what is happening inside my body until I went to the doctor, and the doctor showed 
me what was happening to my blood and my liver...I felt in a way a failure in a little bit.” 
 

 
 
 

  

“It’s a bad thing. It’s like 
tobacco, it damages your 

brain, lung disease and it also 
will take away your voice.”

“So like I said before the 
reasons why I wouldn’t smoke 
is because of family and just 

from strong parents.”

"Also the smell itself. I 
just was always turned 

off by the smell. 
Secondhand smoke for 

me was enough."

"I had a lot of 
expectations for 
myself. I had my 
own image that I 
wanted to keep."

"In my current 
relationship, he 

doesn’t really like it. I 
try not to smoke when 
he’s around, because I 

want to respect his 
space and his air."
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Figure 3: What Influences People to Not Start Smoking?
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3. What/How is tobacco seen in the Hmong community? 

One of the major questions this project hoped to answer was how tobacco is seen in the Hmong 
Community in St. Paul and which products are being used and which quit resources are being 
tried. Responses varied significantly. Figure 4 highlights the broadness of answers, with many 
themes generating significant support. The top theme was a discussion around how women 
often have to hide their smoking, as it seems to be viewed negatively if a woman is smoking, 
while this is not the case for men. As a consequence, many shared it is seen publicly in men 
much more often than women. A secondary discussion that many engaged in is the presence of 
vaping and e-cigarettes. Some noted this difference explicitly, while others discussed each as if 
they were the same as cigarettes. Others shared vaping as a different activity than smoking all 
together.  

"I also think in the Hmong 
community, smoking starts really 

young."

"People do a vapor and 
also, they do weed."

"They are modeling for the youth like, 
oh, they are smoking so it is okay to 

smoke because grandpa was 
smoking."

"A lot of older generations, I notice that 
they only smoke cigarettes, and the 
younger generation use alternative 
methods of smoking like vaping and 

hookah."

“For me, it is only really prevalent if and 
when I go out to Hmong events. I guess that 
is where you get to see really how prevalent 

it is. Funerals and weddings—stuff like that."

“I think it’s like they advertise it as more safer, it’s 
convenient. It’s more fun like the way you blow 

out of it.”

"For me, mainly I see males. It’s not often 
where I see a female smoking, a female 

Hmong smoking."

"For young people, I don’t see them smoke. 
Mostly they’re just vaping."

"Where Hmong men can smoke freely and the 
Hmong women kind of have to hide a little bit 

more."
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Figure 4: What/How Is Tobacco Seen in Hmong Community

Frequency
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4. What can be done? 

 

The most common response from participants when asked what can be done to reduce tobacco 

use in the Hmong community was general education. Participants also discussed increasing 

access to counseling options, limiting access, and enforcing current tobacco policies such as age 

restrictions. Some participants desired the age restrictions to be raised to limit access and to 

discourage the younger generation from experimenting with tobacco.  

 

Comments on general education included broad comments such as “just more education” to 

specific suggestions, such as talking with parents about trends in youth, highlighting the health 

impacts, and sharing alternative ways to handle stress.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

"We still have a few parents who 
are not educated about the risks 
and dangers of smoking. I think 
you educate parents so they can 

carry that into their own homes."

"Talk to a healthcare provider 
or go see the doctor to talk 

about it...."

"I think if they enforce 
the ID check and raise 

the age, it'd be a lot 
[more] difficult. It will 

be more difficult for 
people to access tobacco 

and drugs."

"So, if a lot of the parks 
that I go to are tobacco 
free, I think that would 

show that the 
community wants to 
support tobacco-free 

places." 

"I do not feel an 
obligation to say, 

hey, Hmong 
community, it is 

an issue. It is more 
an individual 

basis." 

"The fidget spinner was 
really big a year or two ago, 
and I actually did pick it up 

instead of smoking."

"...increase the 
legal age to 25. It 
would cut down 
the exposure, or 

it will make it 
more difficult to 
access drugs and 

tobacco." 
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Figure 5: What Can Be Done?
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In addition to the results shared above, there were a few additional interviews that were not 
recorded and therefore not analyzed in the same way. Instead, detailed notes were taken during 
the interviews and key discussions are shared below. Elders, those who currently smoke, and an 
additional youth group are summarized below.  
 
Elders 
 
Several interviews were conducted with Elders. When asked about what influences individuals 
to smoke, they shared they believe peer influence, non-Hmong community influence, and 
historical influences such as time in the military influenced individuals. The Elders views are 
similar to the data above, with the notable difference of the historic and non-Hmong influence. 
When asked about reasons individuals choose not to smoke, very similar items were noted, 
including health, negative image in women, and the poor smell. Elders shared they see mostly 
young boys smoking in the Hmong community as well as veterans. When asked about 
traditional use in the Hmong community, they shared tobacco may be used as a gift in 
ceremonies but downplayed the potential influence this may have on encouraging smoking, as 
often, they are thrown out or given to those who currently smoke. Finally, elders shared they 
believed education for families and youth could help with tobacco prevention.  
 
Current Smokers 
 
When those who currently smoke were interviewed, they shared similar responses to others, as 
reported above. Responding to what influences individuals to smoke, they cited trying to be cool 
and fit in as well as appreciating the chemical influence to stay awake or focused. They shared 
they see tobacco use as fairly common in the Hmong community, especially in social situations. 
They did note it is an issue, sharing how individuals start smoking as a social habit and then get 
addicted. They didn’t notice a strong difference in genders but did say most who smoke are 
likely younger. Suggestions to address smoking included increasing the legal age and limiting 
access. Others suggested increasing awareness through hosting events or encouraging 
conversation around tobacco use.  
 
Youth 
 
Three youth were interviewed and shared their perspectives on tobacco use in the Hmong 
community. They saw the influence of friends and role models (positive and negative) 
influencing each individual’s decision to use or not use tobacco. They also cited social media and 
stress as contributing factors. In the Hmong community, they saw tobacco use most often in 14- 
to 20-year olds and much less in older generations. When asked about types of tobacco used, 
they shared they see vaping often but not e-cigarettes. They discussed seeing it at school and in 
public, often in hidden corners or bathrooms. They also shared they didn’t think many knew 
that vaping was bad for you and that it is easy to access and use. More education around vaping 
was the primary suggestion to help reduce tobacco use.  

 


